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ABSTRACT 


Background: Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a clinical condition that is 
characterized by a complex manner of development, some difficulties degree in 
social communication, lack of interest, and the presence of behavior 
abnormalities. Objective: This study aimed to measure autism awareness in 
preschool teachers from September 2023 to October 2023. Methods: A cross- 
sectional descriptive study was conducted on preschool teachers in the 
kindergartens in the Medina region to measure the awareness of autism in 
preschool teachers from September 2023 to October 2023. Results: The total 
number of participants in our search was 303 preschool teachers. Age group 41 — 
50 years old was the most prevalent age group, with 127 participants (41.9 %). 
The percentage of teachers who Contact Students with Autism was 48.2 %. 
Statistical analysis showed no significant association between the level of 
awareness and factors such as age group (p = 0.222), living place (p = 0.815), or 
position (p = 0.387). These findings suggest that these factors did have a 
significant role in influencing participants’ level of awareness, as p-values were 
greater than 0.05. Conclusion: Participants had good knowledge regarding 
detecting ASD. However, there is no significant difference in the level of 
awareness concerning the attendance of the classes, but no value regarding age, 


gender, years of teaching experience, and contact with students with autism. 


Keywords: Autism Spectrum Disorder, Awareness, Attitudes, Knowledge, 
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1. INTRODUCTION 


Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a clinical condition characterized by a 


complex manner of development, some difficulties degree in social 
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communication, lack of interest, and the presence of behavior abnormalities (Imbriani et al., 2021). Autism had been seen before by Leo 
Kanner as a problem related to social communication problems with the presence of repetitive behaviors in children. This disorder may 
occur in infants or early childhood but is diagnosed later and could affect 1% of the population. Also, boys are affected more than girls, 
and autism is more evident in the early years of life (Kanner, 1943). The primary etiology of this disorder is not well known, but the 
environment and genes play a vital role in autism spectrum disorder (Lord and Corsello, 2005). 

Many researchers reported that autism spectrum disorder prevalence is near 1 in 160 children (Brugha et al., 2016). However, 
according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Autism and Developmental Disabilities Monitoring (ADDM) 
Network Clinic, (2024), the prevalence of autism spectrum disorder is about one in forty-four children. ASD prevalence in Asia is about 
0.35% (Qiu et al., 2020). ASD in Asia had a prevalence rate of nearly 1.5 to 30 per 10,000 children (Salhia et al., 2014). In the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia (KSA), the prevalence of ASD was 2.81 per 1,000 children, documented in two leading research. in Jeddah and Makkah 
(Sabbagh et al., 2021). 

The Ministry of Health reported that ASD had a prevalence rate of nearly one in every 160 children. This prevalence has increased 
in the last decade and has become more than Diabetes mellitus (DM) and cancer. There are many numbers of children attending 
kindergarten who are affected with ASD. This increase in ASD in those children emphasizes the necessity of preschool teachers' 
education regarding ASD to help those patients and to pick up the diagnosis early as soon as possible (Mohammed-Taresh et al., 2020). 
Children with this disorder require more attention from teachers than others regarding social communication (Mohammed-Taresh et 
al., 2020). So, preschool teachers must become more aware of the criteria of ASD to detect the cases so the prognosis will become better 
(Simpson, 2005). 

If teachers lack knowledge, it will affect the diagnosis of ASD in the children. Fixing this problem will give us a chance to increase 
teachers’ knowledge regarding ASD (Alharbi et al., 2019). In one study in KSA that evaluated the degree of teachers’ knowledge 
regarding ASD, the degree of understanding of ASD was 49 % (Alharbi et al., 2019). In another study done in KSA, knowledge 
regarding ASD among schoolteachers was observed (Haimour and Obaidat, 2013). In another study that investigated preschool 
teachers' knowledge regarding ASD, there was a difference in the knowledge degree of ASD, and teacher education was the principal 
factor for this (Mohammed-Taresh et al., 2020). 

Another study was planned to detect the degree of autism awareness among schoolteachers in Oman. The knowledge degree of 
ASD is low in the teachers in Oman (Al-Sharbati et al., 2015). Since preschool teachers are more exposed to developing children, they 
can detect children with ASD and identify which factors will affect their knowledge of it. This study was planned to evaluate the 
degree of awareness of preschool teachers regarding ASD from September 2023 to October 2023. 


2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 


A cross-sectional descriptive study was conducted among preschool teachers in the kindergartens in the Medina region to measure the 
awareness of autism among preschool teachers from September 2023 to October 2023. 


Study population 
The study's population was composed of kindergarten teachers in the Medina region. 


Sample size 
The size of the sample, comprising 288 teachers, was determined using the EPI-INFO.2 software, following the CDC guidelines for 
calculating sample sizes in descriptive studies. 


Data source 

The study's population was composed of kindergarten teachers in the Medina region who had been chosen randomly from public and 
private kindergartens. An official list of the public and private kindergartens was obtained from the Ministry of Education's 
governmental website. It was noticed that all sample participants were female because the role in the KSA is that only female teachers 
can work in kindergartens. There were, in total, 1147 teachers in the kindergartens, with about four teachers in every kindergarten. 
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Data Collection 

Data was collected using a validated questionnaire (annexure) adopted from a previous study, and then we made some changes to 
match our objectives. The questionnaire was composed of two sections. The first section was related to the socio-demographic findings 
of the teachers, such as age, work position, living governorate, degree of education level, and experience teaching, and then a question 
related to any previous experience dealing with autistic children. 

The other section was related to the Knowledge Questionnaire, which contains thirty-two items that aim to evaluate the degree of a 
teacher's knowledge of autism. The fifteenth Autism Knowledge Questionnaire (AKQ) was modified according to the study objectives. 
Two questions were added: The first one concerns the impact of smartphones, iPads, and TV on autism, and the second one concerns 
the effect of parents’ work on autism. This section's questions were displayed as True/False. 


Variables 
The independent variables were age, work position, living governorate, degree of education, and experience teaching. Then, a question 
related to any previous experience dealing with autistic children was asked. The dependent variable is the AKQ. 


Data Collection Procedure 

At first, we contacted the kindergarten administrators and obtained permission to collect the data from female kindergarten teachers. 
Google forms and informed consent were distributed to kindergarten preschool teachers in the Medina region through different social 
media applications. 


Statistical Analysis 


The data was collected, reviewed, entered, and then analyzed using SPSS version 23. 


3. RESULTS 


The total number of participants in our search was 303 preschool teachers. As mentioned in Table 1, it was noticed that the age group 
41 — 50 years old was the most prevalent age group with 127 participants (41.9%), while the age group more than 50 years old was the 
most minor age group sharing in our study by 29 participants (9.6%). Regarding the living place, most of our participants live in 
Medina, 245 participants (80.9%), as mentioned in (Table 2). Regarding the position of our participants, 220 participants (72.6%) worked 
as teachers, while 83 participants (27.4%) worked as administrators, as shown in (Table 3). Regarding the education level, bachelor's 
degrees had the most of our participants (81.1%), as shown in (Table 4). 


Table 1 Age Group 
Frequency | Percent | Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
<30 years 74 24.4 24.4 24.4 
>50 years 29 9.6 9.6 34.0 
Age | 30-40 years | 73 24.1 24.1 58.1 

41-50 years | 127 41.9 41.9 100.0 

Total 303 100.0 100.0 - 
Table 2 Living place 

Frequency | Percent | Valid Percent | Cumulative Percent 
Medina 245 80.9 80.9 80.9 
Valid | Outside Medina | 58 19.1 19.1 100.0 
Total 303 100.0 100.0 - 
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Table 3 Position 


Frequency | Percent | Valid Percent | Cumulative Percent 
Administrator | 83 27.4 27.4 27.4 
Valid | Teacher 220 72.6 72.6 100.0 
Total 303 100.0 100.0 - 
Table 4 Educational Level 
Frequency | Percent | Valid Percent | Cumulative Percent 
Bachelor's degree 246 81.2 81.2 81.2 
; Diploma 35 11.6 11.6 92.7 
Valid 
Master's degree or higher | 22 7.3 73 100.0 
Total 303 100.0 100.0 - 


According to teaching experience, 54.5% of our participants had more than ten years of experience, as presented in (Table 5). The 
percentage of teachers contacting students with autism was 48.2 %, as shown in (Table 6). The assessment of AKQ is detailed in (Table 
7). The answers of our participants were: The diagnosis of autism through behavioral observation (correct answer: 90.4%), the most 
beneficial treatment method of autism is behavioral intervention (correct answer: 80.5%), and autistic children show stereotypical 
behaviors like fluttering (correct answer: 82.5%). Children with autism do not engage in visual communication during conversations 
with others (correct answer: 71%), but they usually have unique abilities such as drawing and remembering facts and figures (correct 
answer: 88.4%). Most autistic children are female (correct answer: 12.9%). 


Table 5 Teaching Experience 


Frequency | Percent | Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
<5 years 77 25.4 25.4 25.4 
ee >10 years 165 54.5 54.5 79.9 
5-10 years | 61 20.1 20.1 100.0 
Total 303 100.0 100.0 - 
Table 6 Contact with Students with Autism 
Frequency | Percent | Valid Percent | Cumulative Percent 
No 157 51.8 51.8 51.8 
Valid | Yes 146 48.2 48.2 100.0 
Total | 303 100.0 100.0 - 


Table 7 Level of Awareness 


Statement Correct answer 
Autism disorder can be diagnosed by behavioral observation. 274 (90.4%) 
Behavioral intervention is one of the most effective treatment approaches for autism. 244 (80.5%) 
Autistic children have stereotypical behaviors such as fluttering 250 (82.5%) 
Autistic children do not engage in any visual communication during conversations with others. 215 (71%) 
Autistic children usually have special abilities such as drawing, facts, figures, and remembering. 268 (88.4%) 
Most autistic children are female 39 (12.9%) 

In many cases, the cause of autism disorder is unknown. 277 (91.4%) 

If a specific treatment method achieved effective results with some autistic children, then it is necessarily 77 (25.4%) 
effective with all autistic children. 
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Autistic children have better behavior only in organized educational environments 233 (76.9%) 
Autistic children favor routine activities. 206 (68%) 
The diagnosis of children with autism usually occurs during the first three years of their age. 219 (72.3%) 
Autistic children frequently repeat the words they hear. 236 (77.9%) 
Vaccines can cause autism. 69 (31.7%) 
Some autistic children have high or low sensitivity to visual, auditory, tactile, or olfactory stimuli. 256 (84.5) 
Autistic children have similar behavioral patterns. 177 (58.4%) 
Genetic factors play an essential role in causing autism disorder. 185 (61.1%) 
Children must show social interaction and language communication impairment to be diagnosed with 200 (66%) 
autism. 

Some autistic children show inconsistency in motor skills. 245 (80.9%) 
Most autistic children have trouble with imaginary playing. 237 (78.2%) 
We can diagnose autism disorder based on physical characteristics. 124 (40.9%) 
Autism is a developmental disorder. 120 (39.6%) 
Most autistic children do not speak. 165 (54.5%) 
Poor parenting practices can lead to autism disorder. 194 (64%) 
A child with autism looks like a deaf. 208 (68.6%) 
Autism could be associated with Epilepsy 118 (38.9%) 
Children with autism understand others' feelings and emotions. 170 (56.1%) 
Medical methods diagnose autism disorder. 101 (33.3%) 
Most autistic children have an intellectual disability. 151 (49.8%) 
Autistic children tend to be auditory learners. 181 (59.7%) 
Medication can alleviate the significant symptoms of autism disorder. 213 (70.3%) 
With suitable intervention, most autistic children will eventually "outgrow" the disorder. 177 (58.4%) 
The use of electronic devices, such as smartphones, iPads, and TVs, can lead to autism. 227 (74.9%) 
Parents working a long time can cause autism. 163 (53.8%) 


Most of the cases declare that autism disorder's cause is unknown (correct answer: 91.4%), and the effectiveness of one treatment 
among some autistic children necessitates its effects among all children as well (correct answer: 25.4%). Better behaviors among autistic 
children are only shared in structured learning environments (correct answer: 76.9%), autistic children have more preference towards 
routine activities (correct answer: 68%), autistic children are diagnosed during the first three years of age (correct answer: 72.3%), 
autistic children commonly repeat the discussion they hear (correct answer: 77.9%), the vaccine can cause autism (correct answer: 
31.7%), and some autistic children have high or low sensitivity towards visual, auditory, tactile, or olfactory stimuli (correct answer: 
84.5%). 

The behavioral patterns observed in children with autism are alike (correct answer: 58.4%), genetic factors play an essential role as a 
cause of autism disorder (correct answer: 61.1%), children must exhibit impaired social interaction and language communication to be 
diagnosed with autism (correct answer: 66%), inconsistency in motor skills may be associated with autistic children (correct answer: 
80.9%), and problems with imaginary playing are common among autistic children (correct answer: 78.2%). Physical features can aid in 
autism diagnosis (correct answer: 40.9%), autism is a developmental disorder (correct answer: 39.6%), children with autism do not talk 
(correct answer: 54.5%), autism disorder can be caused by poor parenting practices (correct answer: 64%). A child with autism appears 
to be deaf (correct answer: 68.6%), and autism could be associated with Epilepsy (correct answer: 38.9%). 

Generally, children with autism understand the feelings and emotions of others (correct answer: 56.1%), autism disorder diagnoses 
by medical technique (correct answer: 33.3%), most children with autism have an intellectual disability (correct answer: 49.8%), and 
autistic children prefer auditory learning style (correct answer: 59.7%). Autism disorder symptoms can improve with medications 
(correct answer: 70.3%). With proper intervention, autistic children will eventually "outgrow" the disorder (correct answer: 58.4%), use 


of electronic devices, such as smartphones, iPads, and TV, can cause autism (correct answer: 74.9%), and parents working long times 
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can cause autism (correct answer: 53.8%). We used the Chi-square test, as shown in Table 8, to evaluate the relationship between the 
level of awareness and different socio-demographic characteristics among preschool teachers. 


Table 8 Level of awareness concerning different factors 


Awareness level 
p-value 
Good Poor 
<30 years 39 (52.7%) | 35 (47.3%) 
>50 years 20 (69.0%) | 9 (31.0%) 
Age Group 0.222 
30 - 40 years 42 (57.5%) | 31 (42.5%) 
41 —50 years 62 (48.8%) | 65 (51.2%) 
a Medina 131 (53.5%) | 114 (46.5%) 
Living place - - 0.815 
Outside Medina 32 (55.2%) | 26 (44.8%) 
. Administrator 48 (57.8%) | 35 (42.2%) 
Position 0.387 
Teacher 115 (52.3%) | 105 (47.7%) 
Bachelor degree 127 (51.6%) | 119 (48.4%) 
Educational Level Diploma 24 (68.6%) 11 (31.4%) 0.170 
Master's degree or higher | 12 (54.5%) 10 (45.5%) 
<5 years 36 (46.8%) | 41 (53.8%) 
Teaching Experience >10 years 91 (55.2%) | 74 (44.8%) 0.312 
5 - 10 years 36 (59%) 25 (41%) 
; te NO 79 (50.3%) | 78 (49.7%) 
Contact with autistic Students 0.208 
YES 84 (57.5%) | 62 (42.5%) 


The relation between level of awareness and age group P-value was 0.221757. The result is not significant at p < 0.05. The relation 
between the level of awareness and Living Place is the P-value of 0.814581. The result is not significant at p < 0.05. the relation between 
the level of awareness and Position P-Value is 0.386793. The result is insignificant at p < 0.05, the relation between awareness and 
Educational Level. The P-value is 0.169908. The result is not significant at p < 0.05. The relation between level of awareness and 
Teaching Experience The P-value is 0.312391. The result is not significant at p < 0.05. The relation between level of awareness and 
contact with autistic students. The P-value is 0.208042. The result is not significant at p < 0.05. 


4. DISCUSSION 


This study was planned to evaluate the level of awareness preschool teachers have about ASD. Preschool teachers’ level of awareness 
regarding ASD was good. In our study, 53.79 % of our participants had good knowledge regarding autism. Another study reported 
that the same finding was planned to measure awareness (Ayub et al., 2017). Our study reported that primary school teachers had good 
knowledge about autism, demonstrating a good understanding that this disorder is related to mental and neurological manifestations 
in another study (Arif et al., 2013). He indicated that social media could affect primary school teachers’ autism awareness. 

In our study, the level of awareness of preschool teachers who had direct contact with autistic students was better but not 
significantly valued than that of those who had contact with students with autism. The same finding was observed in another study 
(Alharbi et al., 2019). He pointed out that the level of knowledge is better in teachers with a history of contact with students with 
autism. Our study reported a better understanding, but no significant relationship existed between knowledge level regarding age 
group, living place, position, educational level, and teaching experience. This indicates that all those factors cannot be considered 
important factors in measuring the awareness level regarding autism. The same finding was reported in another study in Pakistan. 
There was a good level of awareness concerning the attendance of the classes but no value regarding age, gender, or years of teaching 
experience. 

In our study, 48.2 % of our participants had previous contact with autistic children, while 51.2% of our participants did not have 
contact with autistic students; this indicates that there is a need to give more importance to preschool teachers to train them regarding 
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the deal with the students with autism. In another study by Al-Sharbati et al., (2015), they indicated that only 11% of preschool teachers 
had a history of contact with autistic students. From those findings, we can say that our participants had good knowledge regarding 
autism. However, we need more training programs for teachers to increase their awareness regarding the diagnosis of autistic children 
and educate them about the best method of dealing with them. If they have a good understanding of this disorder, it will affect them 
positively regarding the management of students with autism. 


5. CONCLUSION 


Preschool teachers had good knowledge regarding detecting ASD. However, the level of awareness about class attendance remained 
the same. Still, there was no value regarding age, gender, years of teaching experience, and contact with autistic students. Therefore, 
further training is required for the teachers to improve their awareness regarding the diagnosis of children with autism and educate 
them about the best practices for dealing with students with autism. 
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Questionnaire (Annexure) 


Age Group 


30> years 
30— 40 years 
41— 50 years 
>50 years 


Living Location 


Medina 
Outside Medina 


Position 


Teacher 


Administrator 


Educational Level 


Diploma 
Bachelor's degree 
Master's degree or higher 


Teaching Experience 


5>years 
5 — 10 years 
>10 years 


Behavioral observation can help diagnose autism disorder. 

Behavioral intervention is one of the most effective treatment approaches for autism. 
Children with autism show stereotypical behaviors such as fluttering. 

Autistic children do not communicate visually when conversing with other people. 
Autistic children usually have special abilities, such as drawing and remembering facts and 
figures. 

Most autistic children are female 

In many cases, autism disorder occurs due to unknown causes. 

If a specific treatment method achieved effective results with some autistic children, then it is 
necessarily effective with all autistic children 

Autistic children behave better only in organized educational environments. 

Autistic children favor routine activities. 

Usually, children are diagnosed with autism disorder during the first three years of their age. 
Autistic children frequently repeat the words they hear. 

Vaccines can be a causative agent to autism. 

Some autistic children have high or low sensitivity to visual, auditory, tactile, or olfactory 
stimuli. 

Behavioral patterns among autistic children are similar. 

Genetic factors play a vital role in causing autism disorder. 

Children must show social interaction and language communication impairment to be 
diagnosed with autism. 

Some autistic children have inconsistency in motor skills. 

Most autistic children have trouble with imaginary playing. 

Autism disorder could be diagnosed based on physical characteristics. 

Autism is a developmental disorder. 

Most autistic children do not speak. 

Poor parenting practices can lead to autism disorder. 

A child with autism looks like a deaf 

Autism could be associated with Epilepsy. 

Generally, autistic children understand others' feelings and emotions. 

Medical methods diagnose autism disorder. 
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Most autistic children have an intellectual disability. 
Autism children tend to be auditory learners. 


Medication can alleviate the significant symptoms of autism disorder 


With suitable intervention, most autistic children will eventually "outgrow" the disorder 


Electronic devices such as (smartphones, iPads, TV) can cause autism. 


Parents working a long time can cause autism. 
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